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Abstract
Dustin Cody Bankston: Russians at Work
(Under the direction of Dr. Kees Gispen)

This paper is an analysis ofthe Russian mentality toward work. Several factors deeply
affecting the work mentality are discussed along with their historical and cultural causes.
Research for this paper was primarily gathered from personal experience, academic
articles, newspaper articles, books, case studies, movies, literature, history texts,
interviews, and a self-conducted quantitative questionnaire. The paper identifies five
major themes that affect the Russian mentality toward work including relationship to
authority, group dynamics, prioritization of work, political factors, and western
influences. The themes are each linked to the unique historical and cultural development
of Russia. The paper concludes that an understanding of the basic development and
concepts of the Russian work mentality is vital in comprehending this topic as a whole.
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Chapter I: Introduction
Ymom Pocchio He noHHTt,
ApUIHHOM o6mHM He HSMepHTBI
y Hen oco6eHHaa cxaTb B Pocchio mo»cho TontKO BepHXb.
You will not grasp her with your mind
Or cover with a common label,
For Russia is one of a kind,
Believe in her, if you are able...
B. H. TioxHeB
1
V. I. Tyutchyev
Russians often cite this poem, and, truly, I agree with the message. On many
levels, Russia must be felt as opposed to understood. However,in this paper I will show
that many of the peculiarities of Russian culture, and the workplace in particular, can be
identified and analyzed in a way that the mind actually can grasp.
This paper is about the Russian mentality as mamfested in the workplace. I will
discuss how Russians as a society understand work. I will attempt to show the Russian
work mentality by highlighting five dimensions ofthe subject: relationship to authority,
group interaction, prioritization of work, political factors, and western influences.
The topic of Russian work mentality is a very important subject for any
businessman, politician, or academic who has extensive contact with Russian people in a
professional setting. Russia has evolved very differently from America and Western
Europe. The people of this country have developed distinct ideas about politics, religion.

F. I. Tyuchyev,"F. I. Tyuchyev "You Will Not Grasp Her With Your Mind...," Tvuchveviana. 25 Mar.
2008 <http://www.ruthenia.ru/tiutcheviana/publications/trans/umomrossiju.html>.

1

social life, and, most important to this thesis, work. Through personal experience and
observation, I have noted the problems that can arise simply due to lack of knowledge
about how Russians think. While preparing for a career in Russia, I have come to realize
the importance of this topic. Many of the ideas I present will be generalizations and may
not apply to all situations. I do not intend for information in this thesis to describe
exactly the personality of every individual in Russia. However, understanding general
trends is very useful in dealing with actual situations as well as understanding the Russian
work mentality overall.
As a study abroad student last semester, I studied the Russian mentality toward
work academically. This topic was the main theme of instruction in six hours worth of
my classes. I read and discussed over twenty articles by Russian experts relating to this
topic and composed essays on American ideas about work in order to compare and
contreist. I was able to go into considerable depth on this subject because I participated in
£in individual program. This advantage allowed me to discuss one-on-one with my
professors the topics I found most important for my own future career as well as my
senior thesis topic. My professors were aware of my topic and helped me to understand it
better as a result. In addition, while in Moscow, I filled an internship with AVC
Advisory, a consulting firm. I worked with a marketing team in the new real estate
department. My co-worker was a Russian, and I reported to a Russian boss. During this
time,I tried to observe the differences between my attitude to work and those of my co
workers and to make note of any general trends.
In the summer of2007,1 moved to Krasnoyarsk in Siberia to fill another
internship with Siberian Pine, a wood trading company. I was mostly responsible for
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internet marketing and document translation. There were only two employees in this
company so I was able to get another perspective on Russians at work in a more relaxed,
small-business atmosphere. I was also able to observe more closely how I related to my
co-workers.
My personal observations as well as academic and newspaper articles, books, case
studies, movies, literature, history texts, interviews, and a self-conducted quantitative
questionnaire support the points in this paper. As stated above, I have organized the
thesis into five chapters on specific incidences of peculiarities in the Russian work
mentality along with their causes.
Much of the evidence supporting points in this paper is drawn from historical
events and periods dating back to the very beginning of Russian history and extending to
the present. The factors affecting Russian work mentality are discussed categorically
with events mentioned as they become relevant as opposed to chronologically. Due to
the thematic organization ofthis paper, the reader will find useful a brief chronological
history of Russia including the events most pertinent to the subject discussed.
Early History: 400- 1600 CE
The Russians are descended from a group known as the Eastern Slavs. The first
state created by this group was Kievan Rus’. The ruler of Kiev adopted the Byzantine
form of Christianity in 988CE, which shaped much of Russian history. Kiev
disintegrated under the onslaught of the Mongol invasions. The Mongols were nomadic
horsemen who were able to subjugate all of what is now Russia. The Tatars, as the
Russians still call them, dominated the area from the Thirteenth to the Fifteenth Century.^

^ Donald Ostrowski, Muscow and the Mongols: Cross-Cultural Influences on the Steppe Frontier. 1304 —

1589(Cambridge, England: Cambridge UP, 1998).
3

movements such as socialism, anarchism, and nihilism, which resulted in the
assassination of Alexander II in 1882. In 1861,the tsarist government officially freed the
serfs under a complicated social reform project.® During the reign of Nicholas II(18941917), liberalism and Marxism emerged as powerful political forces leading to the
Revolution of 1905 and the establishment ofthe Duma.^ Due to revolution in St.
Petersburg, spurred on by horrendous losses in World War I, Nicholas was forced to
abdicate in 1917, and a democratic provisional government was instituted for several
months until Lenin and the Bolsheviks ousted it in the October Revolution. Russia
withdrew from World War I, and the Soviet Union was founded after a civil war between
10

the Reds(Bolsheviks) and Whites (Tsarists).

The Soviet Union: 1917 - 1991
After the Soviet Union was created, women were emancipated and atheism was
stressed over Russian Orthodoxy. All industry and banking were nationalized. Under
Stalin, industrialization was highly emphasized and collectivized farms {kolkhozes) were
created, destroying the well-off individual farmers {kulaks). Millions died during the
11

resulting famine.

Stalin implemented a terror state internally exiling millions to gulags

in Siberia, which contributed to the industriedization ofthis area. The Soviet Union lost
almost thirty million people during World War II.
The post-war era was a time of high tension between the Soviet Union and the
West. The Soviet Union made many technological advances especially in its military and

* Russian Empire, XV: 14 The Statutes on the Emancipation of the Serfs(New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1972).
^ Warren B. Walsh. Readings in Russian History(Syracuse. NY: Syracuse UP, 1959),498.
10
Spielvogel, Western Civilization. 742.
Victor Danilov,"Russia: Developing, Then Crushing, Peasant Farming," Many Shades of Red: State
Policy and Collective Agriculture. Ed. Mieke Meurs(New York, NY: Rowman and Littlefield,
Inc., 1999), 35.
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space programs. Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev were the most important leaders
during this period. However,the Communist command economy could not function
indefinitely. Gorbachev attempted to reform the system through perestroika and
liberalization. Yet he could not keep the Union together or socialism alive. Russia
became a so-called “capitalist democracy” in 1991.
The Present: 1991 - today
The transition period brought extreme hardship to the Russian people. Many had
been poor during Soviet times, but the new economic and social problems were even
more difficult for many. However, most Russians believed that “shock therapy” would
bring about Western-style prosperity. The bad economic situation continued until a
major economic crash in 1998, which resulted in the resignation of the president, Boris
Yeltsin, in favor of Vladimir Putin. Putin was a rather low-key character having worked
for the KGB for most of his career. When he was appointed to the post of interim
president in 1998, neither the Russians nor the international community was sure what to
expect from his administration. Since Putin’s time as president began,the Russian
economy has stabilized and improved dramatically. He is very popular and even though
his term as president will soon end, there are currently plans for him to take over as prime
minister. Indeed, he has already received the nomination ofthe major political party.
One Russia, and the newly elected president, Dmitriy Medvedev, has made it clear the he
will follow Putin’s development policies.
Historical factors have played a major role in the development of the Russian
mentality and created a unique culture. Ideas about authority, group dynamics,
prioritization of work, and other concepts in the Russian work mentality have direct roots

6

in history, which will be discussed in depth. Many visitors to Russia have noticed these
unique ideas while associating with Russians.
Some Cultural Differences
Before discussing the different factors affecting the Russian work mentality, a
brief overview of some noticeable differences between Russian and Western culture will
be very useful. In many cases, the difference between Russian and American culture can
lead to serious misunderstandings and even discouragement in the face of mutual
endeavors. Since the fall ofthe Soviet Union, Westerners have been working much more
with Russians, because ofthe opening of the Russian economy. What large corporation
would not want to enter a market of 140 million new buyers with a great desire for
consumer items and a pocket full of rubles(thanks to the booming economy)?
However, working in Russia is not something any Western multi-national firm
can do with ease. Russians are not under-educated laborers from a Third World country.
They are intelligent, proud, and industrious in their own way. They have ingrained ideas
about the world and how life should be lived. These ideas include conceptions of work
that differ dramatically from Western standards. A Western executive caimot force
Russians to work as he sees fit. Of course, most Russians want the capital investment.
However,if the executive forces them to use it in a disagreeable way, he will find out
exactly what he can do with his capital.
Russia is a fascinating and rather frightening land that is still largely closed to
most Westerners. However,the foreigners who are able to live there and learn of the
culture always seem to love and hate Russia at the same time. It is a land of
contradictions and a person cannot help but feel contradictory in his emotions toward
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Russia. One American friend with whom I studied described her interest in Russia as an
addiction. A certain strange fulfillment that comes from living there accompanies a sense
of disappointment. However, once immersed, you will always want to return.
I still recall the giddy sensation I feel whenever I touch down on Russian soil and
know that I am in some sense home. On the other hand, Russia is very different from
home. Some differences are immediately noticeable, while others keep appearing the
longer one is exposed. These differences have baffled foreigners for hundreds of years.
The first time I stepped offthe plane into the Sheremetovo airport in Moscow,the sight
struck me. In front of me, hundreds of people were waiting to clear passport control.
However, almost complete silence engulfed the crowd. I could not talk to my friends
without feeling awkward — as if I were disturbing something. I noticed the gloomy,
Soviet architecture and the stem women airport workers dressed in military tumcs
complete with lapels and decorations and assumed these factors silenced the crowd. I
soon found out that understanding what was happening around me would require me to
identify with a culture much different from my own.
Russians are very aware of their peculiarity. The author Irina Nesterova wrote an
article on the national character of Russia in comparison with foreign national characters.
After a trip to Finland, she wondered how a country so similar in climate could be so
different in character from Russia. Finns believe that Russians are fun and have the
ability to enjoy life even if the situation is bad and no better times are in sight. Russians
are very open with their feelings and emotions. They are very outspoken in their
12

opimons.

For example, Russian friends telling each other how horrible their clothes

Irina Nesterova,"Peculiarities of National Character," Ecclesiastes 2004,#2(87)ed.
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look, what a bad hairstyle they have, or how they have gained too much weight
sometimes shock Americans. Russians live with the idea that “everything will be better
tomorrow” and will spend money freely even though there is barely enough for
necessities.
Although Russians are cold in manner and often rude in public places such as in
stores and on transport, they are easy to get to know. They will become good and faithful
friends very quickly. They sacrifice nothing in showing hospitality, and if you come to
Russia with one suitcase, you will leave with two. Russian women always dress up for
any occasion, often making foreign female students feel underdressed in their sports
clothes. The idea offemininity is very important. Russians are proverbially unorgamzed
and unconcerned about scheduling. They generally assign material upkeep a low priority.
The poor maintenance ofcommon areas such as stairwells in apartment buildings and
public toilets are usually shocking to Westerners. The problem is not that Russians feel
that it would require too much effort to fix the problem; they just do not think these types
of things are very important. Finns also wonder why Russians live so poorly but buy fur
and gold and how they can go for months without pay and be so well dressed. Moreover,
13

why do they put so much sugar in their tea and do not even stir it well?
Ada Baskina is an author studying questions of national mentality. In an
interview, the interviewer asked her what she sees as good in the American mentality.
She points out that Americans are extremely positive, always automatically answering the
question,“How are you doing?” with “Great!” and “Fine! As opposed to American
optimism, Russians usually focus on the bad side. For example, when Ms. Baskina
speaks with her neighbor, Lenochka, she can say something like, “Lenochka! You look
Ibid.
9

wonderful today!” Lenochka will reply,“What are you talking about? I have been up
washing clothes all night. I have so much to do! Everything is out of order!” Ms.
Baskina goes on to describe a situation in which an American colleague shocked her.
During her first job in America, she worked with a sociologist, Sharon. Sharon told Ms.
Baskina in answer to a question that almost all Americans were happy. Ms. Baskina
assumed Sharon was just a total idiot. Sharon seemed happy, and Ms. Baskina assumed
that having everything you need does that to you - turns you into an idiot. After finding
out more about Sharon, she learned that Sharon’s husband had been abusive. After the
divorce, he took the house away from her and her children. Her son had recently been
robbed and beaten and was in the hospital, and her daughter had just been dumped by a
boyfriend of two years because of religious differences. Even so, Sharon said that all was
well or was at least getting better. Ms. Baskina realized that happiness was not a result of
actions but a condition for Sharon. This mentality is in stark contrast to the generally
negative Russian one.
Ms. Baskina also liked the concept of self-esteem. She gives the example ofthe
children’s show,“Barney.” This show builds self-esteem in children. At kindergartens,
all American children are encouraged to have self-esteem and know that the most
important thing that a person has is himself. She claims that what makes the difference is
cultural, specifically religious background. Russian Orthodoxy is based on guilt while
American Protestantism is based on self-worth and personal happiness. Ms. Baskina has
an American friend who has a charitable fund in Russia. Her friend says that Russians
just do not understand spiritual values. They will never accept that helping others is
fulfilling a fundamental spiritual desire within him. They seek to find out what the
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benefit for him is in creating this fund. A well-known American diplomat to the Soviet
Union, George Kennan, made a similar comment that supports this argument in the
“Long Telegram”:“The very disrespect of Russians for objective truth—indeed, their
disbelief in its existence—leads them to view all stated facts as instruments for
«14

furtherance of one ulterior purpose or another.
The disadvantage Ms. Baskina observes in the American mentality is the lack of
sincerity. She feels that Americans do not really know how to have an intelligent
conversation. All conversation seems to focus around “small talk, However,a Russian
can meet someone and immediately converse on deep topics that call up strong emotions.
Americans may be surprised or startled by Russian conversations because they think
15

people Eire arguing.
How foreigners perceive the image of Russia has been a very important theme in
Russian news media, government, and academia for the past several years. The author of
Image goes on to say that before the Fifteenth Century, Russia was a closed, unknown
country. Then suddenly Europe found itself faced with a gigantic land that claimed to be
the Third Rome. Some historical recordings of the image of Russia in the minds of
foreigners include that of a Sixteenth Century Englishman, Richard Chancelor, who
described Russia as a country that was humungous, innumerable, rich in resources,
people, and goods, and mighty in military and state relations. He characterized the life of
the people as destitute, deprived, and slave-like although he also said the Muscovites
were powerful, fearless, yet submissive to authority. The contrast between riches, luxury.

14

George Kennan, United States, State Department, 861.00/2 - 2246: Telegram(22 Feb. 1946),4 Mar.
2008 <http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/documents/episode-1/kennan.htm>.
15
Alexander Nikonov, ”0, Happy People!" New Gazette(10 June 2004),#40(971)ed., sec. 20.
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and the shine of the tsar’s palace with the poverty, severity, and grimness ofthe life of
the people shocked the Englishman. Another Englishman, supposedly the first to speak
Russian, Jerome Gorcey, described the Russian language as uniquely beautiful,
euphonious, and rich. Travelers, merchants, and diplomats have added other opinions
about Russia over the years that have painted an image of innumerable riches,
unbelievable enormity of space, unheard-of destitution, total slavery, absolute authority,
16

extreme frost, and the severest lifestyle.
Most Russians and foreigners who visited Russia are familiar with these and other
features of Russian society and culture brought up by Baskina and Nesterova as well as
foreign impressions ofthis country. While getting to know Russians, the difference
discussed above can be fun to learn and help Americans and Russians get to know each
other better. However,the workplace is a very different setting than a social gathering at
someone’s home. Some ofthese differences mentioned can create many problems as
Westerners and Russians attempt to work together to create a successful business
atmosphere. The cultural differences can cause misunderstandings if not understood
correctly.

The Way of Russia,” Article from Class Notes, Tamara Dolgova(Moscow. Spring 2007).
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Chapter II: Power
The connection between leader and follower as well as ideas about hierarchy, authority,
and power affect the Russian work mentality in several different ways. This chapter
addresses these concepts as manifested in relationship with authority, attitude to rules,
and social change and upheaval.
Relationship with Authority
Dr. Elenkov in his study “Can American Management Concepts Work in
Russia?” writes of power distance — the beilance of control between leaders and followers.
Power distance has always been a very important issue in Russia. At all points, some sort
of authority has forced the Russian people into submission (e.g. tsars, serfdom,the
Communist Party). The followers in Russian society have tended to accept and expect
their leaders to make most decisions directly concerning them without their own input.
In his research. Dr. Elenkov identifies Russia as a society with very high power distance
while America has low to moderate power distance. This phenomenon results in Russian
organizations being highly centralized with little authority in the hands of lower
17

managers.

For example,the person with whom one is engaged in business negotiations

often will not have the authority to sign the contract. The Russian business structure is
18

still very hierarchical in many cases, and the top director has to approve everything.

17

Detelin S. Elenkov,"Can American Management Concepts Work in Russia? a Cross-Cultural
Comparative Study," California Management Review 40(1998): 135.
IS
Tamara Dolgova, Class notes. Discussion on Business Russian(Moscow, Spring 2007).
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The government reflects this trend by always being concentrated in the hands ofjust a
19

few.

20

Political-influence orientation is also very strong in Russia,

Russian managers

are much more likely to use circuitous and indirect methods to accomplish goals, and
they routinely circumvent laws and rules. They may rely more on informal contacts in
order to get things done, and personally loyal employees are rewarded. Concerning laws,
one official stated that a Russian sees a law and immediately looks for ways around it21

it’s a tradition.

Finding ways in which to circumvent laws has become such a tradition

that it has become ingrained in how people operate on a day-to-day basis.
One night around midnight while I was living in Moscow,I received a call from
my host mother. She asked me to meet her at the metro station to escort her home. As
we walked back to the apartment building, she told me that she had 60,000 rubles cash in
her purse and therefore had called me to w£ilk with her. I asked why she had so much
cash, to which she replied that she had been selling unapproved cancer medicine to
people she knew. She had been a cancer doctor before retirement, and her friend was a
cancer research doctor. This friend had invented a new medicine proven to increase the
lifespan of individuals with certain t}^es of cancer. The medicine had even been tested
in the United States and recommended for approval by a research center in Houston.
However, Russian bureaucracy stood in the way of the drug’s approval and therefore the
production and distribution had to be done illegally. Over the next few weeks, I would
often get calls from my host mother informing me to expect Vova or Seryoga to stop buy
and drop off6,000 rubles or so. Another night around midnight, my host mother asked
19

Elenkov,“Can American Management Concepts,” 135.
Ibid., 137-138.
21
Ibid., 137-138.

20
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me to go downstairs with her. I was introduced to Sergey who helped me unload about
fifty bottles of cognac out of his trunk. I asked my host mother what we needed all this
cognac for, and she informed me that she paid the workers remodeling her summerhouse
in alcohol. They’re just going to buy it anyway, and I get a good deal on cognac from
Sergey.” I never asked if she paid him in cancer medicine. I suppose in return for my
help, she gave me free tickets to several shows in Moscow for my girlfriend and me. My
host mother’s best friend was a well-known stage actress. In America, I would have been
shocked by the acceptance of such activity as normal. However,in Russia, this is an
unexamined, accepted part of the culture. One can be a good person and break the law at
the same time. Indeed, breaking the law is necessary in order to get anything done.
My understanding of this phenomenon was reinforced as I observed the daily
events in the job of my friend in Krasnoyarsk. I lived with Denis during my internship
there. He was the director of Lady Taxi (all the drivers were women). As a close fiiend,
he let me look into his firm’s accounting records. I had recently studied the Russian tax
code during the semester and found out that tax evasion was completely normal and even
unavoidable. While looking through his records, I discovered that there were two
accounting records — the real one and the one for the tax collectors. From my inquiries
with other business managers,I determined that this was an accepted and even vital
practice. One businessman said,“If we paid all the taxes we are required to, we’d go
broke!”
Several of the business professionals interviewed in a quantitative questionnaire
related situations in which circumvention of laws took place. One professional wrote,“In
an organization, there is a “white” and a “black” cash register. Employees receive two

15

sets of wages. “White” wages are those that the company reports to the government for
tax purposes, and “black” wages are those about which the government does not know.
Even though this is illegal, everyone knows that there are two cash registers.” Another
professional wrote,“I have to circumvent the law because the company from the
»22

beginning was based on incorrect and dishonest practices.

The reason so many

Russians seem to feel that they must circumvent the law stems from the way in which
those in power understand the law in Russia.
Contradictory Laws
Political influence orientation in large measure arose because of experiences
under the Soviet economy. It was a consequence ofthe absolute necessity of managers to
focus all advancement on dedication to the Party. At the same time, laws and policies
were so restrictive and contradictory that they had to be circumvented to meet centrally
determined quotas. Managers employed circuitous methods and relied on personal
loyalty of employees to accomplish goals.^^ The common practice of circumventing laws
has also been significantly affected by Russian history. The American saying,“Rules are
made to be broken,” has special meaning in Russia. My professors and Matthew Maly, a
business associate of mine in Moscow who researches Russian mentality, agreed on an
interesting theory about the purpose of law in Russia. Western lawyers have always
balked at the contradictory and haphazard nature ofthe laws in Russia. However,
attempts at reform often seem unsuccessful. The problem with reform may lie in the
general purpose of laws. Americans feel that laws are for protection of individual rights.
On the other hand, Russian laws are to be feared because they are used to subjugate

22
23

This information is from a quantitative questionnaire. Please see Appendix I.
Elenkov,“Can American Management Concepts,” 137-138.
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rather than protect. In a system of contradictory laws, almost every person can be found
guilty of breaking at least one law. In order to keep one law, another must be broken. As
mentioned earlier, in Soviet times,factory owners had to disobey certain rules in order to
meet government quotas. These managers of course could be disposed of at any time for
breaking rules. However,they could also be fired for not meeting their quotas.
I first became aware ofthe problem of contradictory laws while serving on my
mission in Siberia. Once,a police officer stopped me to ask for my identification. My
missionary partner had just returned from a visa renewal trip and had turned in his
passport to the city government for the required three-day registration process. We
informed the police officer of this rule. He was unimpressed and let us know that we
were required to carry our passports at edl times. He would have to arrest my friend, and
I would not be allowed to accompany him. These contradictory laws led me to choose
between my own conflicting rules. Mormon missionaries are not supposed to bribe law
enforcement officers nor should they leave their companions alone, especially in a
dangerous situation such as Russian jail. Therefore, I made the best decision and gave
the police officer a “fine” of 500 rubles.
Khodorkovsky,the now infamous former director of Yukos(a large Russian
petroleum company), once had political ambitions that contradicted the will of President
Putin. The government soon found him guilty oftax evasion.^"^ Convicting directors of
companies for tax evasion in Russia is almost funny. Every single one would go to jail
due to the near impossibility offollowing all the contradictory tax laws that often change
monthly.
24

Press Center for Defense Attorneys of Mikhail Khodorkovsky and Platon Lebedev. 6 Mar. 2008
<http://www.khodorkovsky.infoA>.
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These examples are evidence for the theory several scholars have put forth that
Russian laws are created to subjugate. No matter what you do, you are breaking a law
because there is no possible way to keep every single one. In keeping one law, another is
broken. In so organizing the law structure, the authorities create an atmosphere in which
people must obey and subjugate themselves. If an individual steps out of line, he can
easily be charged with a crime.
According to this theory, from the perspective of those in charge, laws are there
for the subjugated citizens, and lawmakers have no interest in making laws that they
25

intend to follow themselves.

26

This principle is well-known in Russia and the West.

Mr. Maly suggested that if a lawmaker puts forward a just law, other authorities would
say,“That sounds like a law you intend to follow. Do you intend to leave the
27

government?”.

I do not like to have such a negative view of all government figures in

Russia. However,this theory explains many ofthe contradictions I have observed as well
as the behavior I have experienced.
Upheaval, Social Change, and Origin ofthe Collective
Another argument concerning relationships ofleaders and followers can be seen
in the way in which social change and unrest has occurred in Russian history. The
Russian people generally view themselves as a great and heroic nation. In fact, the
Russians have much of which to be proud. Their history is rich with wonderful events
and great achievements. Any Russian can point to the phenomenal accomplishments of

25

Michael Newcity,"Russian Legal Tradition and the Rule of Law," The Rule of Law and Economic
Reform in Russia. Ed. Jeffrey D. Sachs and Katharina Pistor (Boulder, CO: Westview P, 1997),
42.
26
William Faulkner, The Sound and the Furv(New York, NY: Vintage International, 1929), 304.
27
Matthew Maly, Russia As It Is(Moscow, Russia: Matthew Maly, 2003),46-47.
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the government leaders, authors, architects, war heroes, and scientists ofthe past. Many
Russians feel very patriotic and take pride in the great achievements of their homeland.
Interestingly, many of the great monumental events and successes in Russian history
occurred over a very short period. To be sure, major political change in Russia seems
always to come in dramatic spurts. I noted these grand movements to create a new,
reformed Russia along with their leaders in the last chapter-Peter the Great’s push
towards westernization, Alexander I’s drive to become the leader of Europe, Lenin’s
Bolshevik Revolution, and Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost.
Some scholars and scientists have proposed that the Russian sees himself as a
hero. He can complete monumental tasks for the glory ofthe homeland while taking no
thought for his own suffering. Many a foreigner has wondered at the unbelievable
accomplishments that he sees in Russia as opposed to the apparent apathy of many of the
Russians with whom he interacts. Russians have definitely accomplished a great deal,
which may seem contradictory to idea that work is not a top priority, as we will discuss
later.
There are several major instances of Russian society completing a monumental
task in a very short amount oftime. For example, Alexander III had the Trans-Siberian
Railroad, the longest railway in the entire world, completed in less than a decade. The
Soviet Union under Stalin massively increased industrial output while restructuring the
entire economy in the same amount of time. Before the Bolshevik Revolution, the Soviet
Union was an agricultural giant. Russia had produced a large portion of the world’s
grain. Ten years after Stedin came to power,the economy was completely based on
heavy industry with an output comparable to developed Western countries. Also during
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this time, millions of Russians were sent to colonize and develop humongous portions of
land in Siberia, Kazakhstan, and other underdeveloped parts ofthe Soviet Union. The
Big Amur Magistrale project in the 1970s connected some ofthe most inaccessible parts
of Russia with an excellent railway line. Thousands of Russians traveled to the most
eastern edges of the country to complete this massive project in only a few years. Before
the Cuban Missile Crisis, when US President John F. Kennedy was supposed to visit
Russia and travel to Lake Baikal, the Soviet government built a wonderful highway in
record time from Irkutsk to the lake. Before the government built this highway,there
was barely a road. Russian monuments tend to be humongous blocks of granite spiraling
hundreds offeet in the air. The Moscow metro stations are the most grandiose in the
world.
“Big project syndrome” can partly explain this stark contrast between quick spurts
of grandeur and apathetical laziness. Honestly, much ofthe landscape in Russia seems to
28

be either a grand super-project or a wasteland,

Finding attractively well-kept lawns

with quaint little houses along a clean orderly street turns out to be quite a trial.
However,finding an opulent palace with acres of rose gardens and ten huge churches on
the grounds is not a cheillenge. To be sure, right outside the palace groimds are huge ugly
block apartment buildings covered with graffiti and surrounded by trash and roads in
extreme disrepair. The project must be nearly impossible and spectacularly grandiose in
order to hold weight in a Russian’s mind. Indeed, the Russians have achieved much of
what foreigners have thought impossible while at the same time failing to achieve what
29

foreigners consider very reachable accomplishments.
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Throughout Russian history, uprisings against the established order have
happened similarly to other events discussed earlier in this chapter. For the majority of
time in history, the Russian people have seemed patient and willing to accept the
hardships placed on them by whoever is in charge. Indeed, a history of serfdom and
dictatorial oppression illustrate this point. Russia is an enormous land with seemingly
limitless natural resources. The early Slavs used a slash and bum method to farm, cutting
down forests and fertilizing the land with ashes. A plot only lasted for a couple of years
before the farmers would need to clear more land. Due to the fact that the amount of land
at the time was indeed limitless, and idea of physical ownership did not develop. The
person who was currently using the land had title to it until he was done.^° Conversely,
the idea of owning people developed quickly. A small population made labor a scarce
resource. encouraging powerful leaders to recruit workers in whatever way possible. In
this fashion, serfdom and other forms of labor recruitment became the basis of the
economy. In contrast. Western Europe contained a more dense population than Russia.
InhabitEuits were more likely to remain on the same plot ofland and pass property along
to descendants. Land was a limited resource and therefore more valuable. Serfdom did
exist in Western Europe at an earlier period. However,the formation of serfdom there
31

differed in that peasants became serfs in order to gain access to the lord’s land.

In

Russia, too much land and lack of workers made control ofindividuals more important
than control ofland.
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The eventual evolution of state-regulated serfdom began with Ivan III, the first
32

tsar of all Russia, in his legal code,the Sudebnik, in 1497.

Over the next one hundred

and fifty years, the tsarist government passed more laws codifying the relationships
between serf and landowner. The system of serfdom existed until 1861, when the tsarist
government abolished it. The serfs were to buy the land from the landowners over a
period offorty-nine years. The legacy ofservitude was added upon in Soviet times by a
dictatorial government that practiced repression as state policy, especially during the
Stalinist period. Since tsarist Russia was relatively underdeveloped economically and
Soviet Russia discouraged capitalistic growth, a large, viable, freethinking middle class
never fully developed at any point compounding the distance between ruler and subject
and strengthening the feeling among the Russian people of inability to bring about
33

change.

Seemingly, Russian society accepts any amount of power abuse while the general
mass of citizens moves throughout daily life paying only slight interest to governmental
goings-on. Some scholars including Dr. Elenkov attribute this apathetical behavior
towards authority to the hierarchy structure and understanding of power distance
discussed earlier. Russians feel removed from their leaders and unable to make a
difference. In fact, attempting to make a difference in the current regime is often
dangerous. Apathy concerning political change and civil participation is rampant and
generally always has been- with only very large, glaring exceptions. There are several
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instances in Russian history in which large segments ofthe population orchestrated large
revolts. For example, there were several peasant uprisings, the major one occurring
during the time of Catherine the Great in the Eighteenth Century. Thousands of peasants
rebelled under the leadership of Yemelyan Pugachyev.^'^ The Decembrists, a very large
group of nobles, staged a major uprising in St. Petersburg in 1825 with a goal to bring
democracy to Russia. The Revolution of 1905 forced Tsar Nicholas II to establish the
Duma. The October Revolution of 1917 is by far the best-known upheaval in Russian
history. The recent fall of the Soviet Union is most vivid in the minds of Russians and
foreigners now. During each uprising, whether it was successful or not, the Russians
have risen up after they could not bear any more hardship and then returned to their
passive lives.
George Kerman wrote in his “Long Telegram,” a document concerning
Soviet policy, “It was no coincidence that Marxism, which had smoldered ineffectively
for half a century in Western Europe, caught hold and blazed for the first time in Russia.
Only in this land which had never known a friendly neighbor or indeed any tolerant
equilibrium of separate powers, either internal or international, could a doctrine thrive
which viewed economic conflicts of society as insoluble by peaceful means.” The power
distance and autocracy always present in Russia helped to foster large violent breaks with
established order. Indeed, because compromise was unknown and leaders acted as they
35

pleased, violent uprisings were the only way to seek change.
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A history of power distance, serfdom, apathy, and social upheavals has affected
the Russian mentality to work. Apathetic behavior, power distance, and collectivist
attitudes are all present in the Russian workplace to this day. A very important factor that
deserves special attention in this paper is the collective mentality of Russian groups.
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Chapter III: Collectivism
The development of serfdom created very tight-knit communities among serfs in the
villages ofthe Russian countryside. In conjunction with large amounts of land, a harsh
climate contributed to this development as well. Russia is by far the largest country in
the world and one of the coldest. It has taken great effort to overcome size and climate in
order to accomplish many things in Russia. Gathering the strength, will power, and
motivation to subdue such a land is not an easy task. For this reason,the small
population groups of Russia have always needed to band together in order to survive and
achieve any measure of prosperity.
Russian collectivism generally discourages individualism. Soviet dictionaries
defined collectivism as “the principle of comradely cooperation oflaborers, according to
which the private interests of an individuEil are consciously subordinated to social
ones .36 Indeed, the Soviet government used the idea of collectivism as a very important
part of Communist theology.^’ The government encouraged the collectivization of many
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parts of life. Workers generally lived together and shared many communal facilities,
the book The Collective and the Individual in Russia, Oleg Kharkordin states,
“Collectives were everywhere. A Russian entered a collective as a small child, passed
from one to another in the course of life, but was never(normally) outside a collective.
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In

The network of collectives constituted the entire terrain of social life, so ubiquitous that
»>39

people stopped noticing them as a phenomenon.
Those persons who attempt to elevate themselves above the group are regarded
with suspicion and contempt in Russia. At the same time, members ofthe collective treat
each other very familiarly. All aspects of one’s professional and personal life are
important topics to other members ofthe collective. Cultures where individualism is
highly regarded and sought after generally tend to separate a “professional” and a
“personEil” life. However,cultures that value collectivism often have a less-developed
40

sense of what stays at work and what stays at home,

Mutual surveillance, a practice in

force even before the October Revolution, has been an important part ofthe collective
ideology. What this concept means is that the members of the collective insure the
compliance of each individual to common goals ofthe collective. This practice

was one

41

of the basic principles that kept the Soviet Union’s power structure in place.
Interestingly, however,there may be a recent trend away from collectivism.
Some surveys of entrepreneurs in Russia show a tendency to value individualism, which
is surprising considering the accepted view that Russia is a collectivist society. The
qualitative questionnaire discussed earlier shows eleven respondents supporting
determination of pay by merit as opposed to equally apportioning wages. However,this
phenomenon could be caused be an influx of Western individualistic jargon among
42

entrepreneurs while the deeply routed idea of the collective is still present,

Each

professional interviewed in a qualitative questionnaire described the collective as a
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positive force providing friendship, help, and motivation to advance the cause ofthe
group. In response to the question,“Some scholars argue that the Russian people have a
strong sense offellowship, which is evidenced by the collective feeling in Russian
organizations. To what extent do you agree with this view?,” all respondents answered
43

that they strongly agreed.
The feeling of collectivism, even though it provides a familiar, secure group in the
workplace, has a negative effect on initiative and personal advancement. When an
individual in Russia gains an advantage over others or more wealth, even though he may
have worked very hard to achieve it, many may feel that he has gained at the expense of
others. This sense of guilt and contempt of others often discourages taking the initiative
44

and advancing far beyond one’s peers.

For example, if one person receives more pay,

even deservedly, others will complain so bitterly that that person would rather just
45

receive the same amount to avoid discord in the collective.

Dr. Stefanenko claims that Russians are confused about notions of equality and
justice. The confusion was always there but it intensified during Commumst rule. She
gives the example of Petya and Vanya who receive the task of digging a ditch. Petya
shoots the breeze while Vanya does all the work. At the end ofthe day, they will receive
equal wages because pay is determined by need and desire and not by amount of work.
The employer observes equality while ignoring justice as opposed to the conditions in
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other countries, where people often receive pay based on the amount of work.
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The idea of equality for everyone began in tsarist times but was ingrained in the
national psyche during Soviet times. In the West, many consider fairness or equality to
originate from an “equal start, If two people begin on equal terms and one gains more
than the other does, the first deserves what he gained. During Communist rule, many
leaders felt that the ideal for the average citizen was an “equal outcome.” Everyone
should win no matter what opportunities are available. This Soviet concept of equality
can be described better with a hypothetical example.
Suppose that a man throws a party at which he will equally divide one million
rubles among his guests. He has ten guests so each receives one hundred thousand
rubles. However,several guests arrive late. In a vertical interpretation, these late guests
have missed their opportunity and would just have to wait until the next party. On the
other hand, the horizontal interpretation calls for these guests to be equally rewarded as
well. The guests would have to return their money for redistribution. However, what if
the host does not know how many guests there will be? In this situation the money
essentially “dies,” meaning that the ownership is not clear. The money will probably be
spent up in administrative costs dealing with determining shares and redistributing them.
This example is an attempt to describe the Soviet idea of the economy. The money and
resources did not actually belong to anyone. Ownership and responsibility encourage
performance.
Thus, production suffered greatly in the Soviet Union. Apartment buildings still
usually stand in disrepair because there is no “owner” to care for them. Along with equal
distribution comes other problems as well. There is a Russian saying -“Fewer people,
more oxygen. If more people are added to the group, then you receive less. Members of
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the group endeavor to prove why others are not entitled to their share. Returning to the
party guests - what if one person already has fifty dollars? Should he receive the same
amount? The logical conclusion may lead to the confiscation of all property held by the
party guests in order for distribution to be exactly equal. In a society modeled after this
party, the citizens own no property and simply wait to receive their own portion.
47

However,the portion may be a long time coming or never come at all.

The collective phenomenon with its ingrained ideas of equality for all has affected
competitive orientation in the Russian business sector. Americans are generally used to a
sense of competition in most spheres of their life. Assertiveness is deeply ingrained, in
contrast to the feeling of personal insecurity from which Russians often suffer.

A

situational example may be helpful in demonstrating this point. A Western manager
gives a new assignment to an American worker. That worker says,“Of course I can do
that. No problem.” He will say this even if he is not confident of his ability to perform
the task. A Russian worker will say,“I can’t do that.” The Western manager assumes
the Russian is incompetent or lazy. In reality, he is simply not assertive and
competitively oriented. He even may be able to complete the new task as well as the
49

American but the Russian is not as willing to risk taking on a new task.
The example in the last paragraph is one of uncertainty avoidance. There is a
common impression that Americans are generally apt to take many more risks than
Russians are. Americans will seek out the unknown and exploit it. However, Russians
tend to feel the need to secure what they have already accomplished. They are more at
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ease staying in the comfort zone.

This trend can also be seen in the relatively high level

of dogmatism in Russian companies. Managers place high value on traditions and
51

precedents and often do not tolerate newer views,

Entrepreneurship could also be

affected by this trend. From a survey of students at Moscow State, 30% wanted to
become state servants and 30% wanted to find a place in one ofthe large state compames,
52

while only 15% were willing to build a business,

In response to the question,“Would

you prefer to be your own boss in your own company or would you rather advance to a
high position in a large corporation?,” only two out ofthirteen of the Russian business
professionals asked in a qualitative questionnaire indicated strong interest in
53

entrepreneurship,

However,it must be noted that creating a business in Russia is a

bureaucratic nightmare, which could also contribute to lack of desire to become an
entrepreneur.
George Kennan in the “Long Telegram” comments on a possible cause of
uncertainty avoidance. He claims that there is a traditional and instinctive sense of
insecurity among Russims caused by a history of attempting to live peacefully on a vast
open plain while constantly being attacked by fierce nomadic peoples.^"^ For example,
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during the Mongol occupation, nomadic warriors constantly harassed Russian peasants.
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The points about the collective in this chapter, especially the idea offinancial
equality for all without emphasis on deserved achievement, have affected the
prioritization of work. The idea of priorities will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter IV: Priorities
How do Russians understand their own mentality to work? An article labeled
“Why We Don’t Know How to Work” contains some insight into this question. The
author ofthe article, Darya Martinkina, a journalist for the well-known Russian
newspaper Arguments and Facts, admits that Western managers working in Russia do not
understand the Russian workers and administrators whom they hire. She states that
Russians have a different approach to their work to which Westerners are not
accustomed. For example, one Western manager could not understand why Russians
disappear from work during the summertime. Most Russians have summer garden homes
in the suburbs. These dachas, cottages on a small plot ofland, are very important to
Russians as a place ofrelaxation. They go through enormous trouble to maintain their
dachas and love to spend time there. For many Russians, their dacha is an escape from
hectic city life. Relaxation is a higher priority than work. Tatyana Stefanenko, a
professor in the psychology department at Moscow State University, points to the
Japanese and Germans as putting work as a first priority. She maintains that Russians
have many priorities before work. One could say that a Russian’sjob does not define
56

him as a person.

The Russian will not speak much of what he does for a living, but

prefers discussing things that are more important. For example,a Russian is much more
interested in family and social life, philosophy, and spiritual truths. The workplace does
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not occupy as high of a place in a Russian’s personal sense ofidentity as other personal
factors.
Low prioritization of work can affect how a Russian sees his job. Another
journalist, Nikolai Andreyev, has pointed to the Russian people’s adjustment to a free
market system as a problem. He states that Russians would like to “work the socialist
way and live the capitalist way.” Two ofthe major newspapers that publish job-seeking
advertisements in Moscow are The Moscow Times and Allfor You. In the ads from The
Moscow Times, an English language newspaper targeting foreign employers,job seekers
talk about what they can do, what skills they have, what languages they speak, etc. In All
for You,the ads focus on what the job seeker wants, such as flexible schedule, wages in
convertible currency, high salary. The tone ofthe ads often portrays a picture of a
workforce wanting great opportunities with little effort. In general, when speaking of
»57

wages, Russians will use the verb “to receive” as opposed to the verb “to earn.
During Soviet times, there was a saying: “They pretend to pay us, and we pretend
to work.” The dream of a Soviet worker was to get by doing as little as possible while
getting as much as possible. The Soviet worker resigned himselfto an idle existence
dependent on the state for survived. Now that many Russians have figured out that
capitalism calls for actual work motivation and not busy idlers, some are longing for the
period of stagnation when “you can work anywhere as long as you don’t do anything.”
Judging from the ads in The Moscow Times, Russians seem to understand that pretending
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to work is not acceptable in other cultures but have had trouble adjusting to this condition
58

in their own country.

The development oflow prioritization of work can be traced to two sources —
religious development and Soviet policies. These factors have given work the
characteristic of being a heavy burden. This tended to be the European feeling as well
earlier in history. For example, Thomas Aquinas S2ud that labor “was a duty for those
«59

who had no other means to keep alive,

However, several key historical events and

figures changed the Western mentality to what it is today. The process of change began
with the Protestant Reformation and continued with John Locke, who wrote that labor is
the source of all property. Locke revolutionized the thinking on property by showing that
60

in the “state of nature,” all men have the right to draw upon God-given resources.
Adam Smith then declared that labor was the source of all wealth. “The annual labour of
every nation is the fund which originally supplies it with all the necessaries and
conveniences of life which it annually consumes, and which consist always either in the
immediate produce of that labour, or in what is purchased with that produce from other
nations.»>61 Karl Marx deduced the theory of labor productivity and glorified labor more
than he glorified deity. “As the exchangeable values of commodities are only social
functions ofthose things, and have nothing at all to do with the natural qualities, we must
first ask. What is the common social substance of all commodities? It is labour. To
produce a commodity a certain amount oflabour must be bestowed upon it, or worked up
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in it. And I say not only labour, but social labour.

Work in the West became the key

to progress and happiness as opposed to a dreary, unavoidable drag. As Max Weber
wrote in his book. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit ofCapitalism,“Protestantism,
especially Calvinism, motivated and facilitated the shift from a feudal to a capitalist
economy by giving religious sanction to the pursuit of wealth and by treating as vutues
»63

the traits of hard work, self discipline, and thrift needed for capitalist development.
The older mentedity has stayed with the Russians, in general.^"^ While Protestants
feel that work is the impetus for spiritueil growth, the Russian Orthodox Church still
emphasizes suffering as the method to gain spiritual strength. (This concept is also
present in great Russian literary works-especially those of Fyodor Dostoyevsky such

as

Crime and Punishment and Idiot.) Enduring and overcoming hardships and trials are a
central tenet of salvation in Eastern Orthodoxy.^^ This idea does have a place in general
Christian theology. However,the difference in focus changes one’s perspective on work
and life in general. If one feels that work will make him a more spiritual person and
prove him to be pre-destined for glory, then he is much more likely to give his all. On
the other hand, if a person’s goal is somehow to make it through trials and hardships with
courage and endurance, he will feel that working is part ofthe heavy-loaded journey.
This individual is less likely to enjoy and fully contribute to his work because his integred
understanding ofthe work concept in different. It should be noted that the Roman
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Catholic Church shared some similar theology to the Russian Orthodox Church due to
common Christian origin. However, after the Enlightenment, Catholic theology does not
seem to have affected Western work mentality as much as Protestant theology has.
An example of this older Christian theology is the Orthodox tradition of universal
salvation as opposed to the Protestant idea of personal salvation. The doctrine of
universal salvation allows for the spiritual advancement of all men through the glory of
Christ. Suffering is a part of gaining the salvation provided by Christ. The more you
suffer, the easier it is to receive salvation. Scriptural passages such as the parable ofthe
rich young man support this doctrine. The young man tells Jesus that he has always kept
all of the commandments and desires to know what more he can do to gain salvation.
66

Jesus responds that he must give up all of his riches and come follow the Savior,

In

order to be like Christ, one must suffer as he did. Gorky said,“Lord have mercy, how
agonizingly difficult it is to be Russian! For there is no other people which feels the
earth’s pull so profoundly, and there are no greater slaves ofGod on this earth than we.
Rus’.”^^

Personal salvation hinges on a person’s particular works or relationship with God.
For Protestants, an individual is mainly responsible for his own personal welfare and
spiritual salvation. In Russian Orthodox beliefs, Christ has sacrificed and suffered for
(C

everyone else.

The Russians’ perception of selfliood and the cultural webs sustaining
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the vitality of the image of sufferer and hero lie at the heart ofthe dilemma of work
»68

gripping Russian society today.
In addition to religious factors, the Soviet experiment can be identified as the
cause of many of the negative aspects ofthe Russian work mentality. One expert states.
For three generations a negative selection process systematically weeded out workers of
the greatest drive, know-how and resilience, giving rise to a pervasive, cowed apathy and
scheming work ethic, with the liveliest initiatives directed at seeking maximum personal
j>69

gain with a minimum expenditure of effort.

Even before the Bolsheviks took over

Russia, the people generally had a collective mentality in which sameness was a virtue
due to the many years of serfdom. Throughout Russian history, Russians battled against
the climate and nature of their homeland instilling a sense of community and mutual
survival. Individuals who did not follow the norm were not well regarded and seen as
suspicious in the traditionEd Russian mir (collective).
During the half century before the Revolution, a class known as kulaks began to
emerge. These were free holding, rather well offfarmers. However,this group, whose
emergence showed a strong trend to Western capitalist development, was severely
persecuted by the Bolsheviks because ofthe government’s attempt to collectivize and
industrialize at the expense of agriculture.^® In place ofthe kulaks was instituted a system
of collective farms known as kolkhozes. The kolkhozes were created as a result ofthe
forced collectivization.
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There was more Soviet policy that effected the work mentality. The leveling of
wages had a disastrous effect on work ethic. Because more difficult and skilled jobs were
often paid the same as less demanding ones, Russians were not motivated to aspire to
those types of positions. Rather interestingly, lower-skilled jobs that no one wanted were
given higher wages just so the functions these jobs performed would be provided. As a
result, low-skilled jobs were often paid more than high-skilled jobs. Many educated
71

individuals left their jobs in order to take on lower-skilled work.
The Soviet system of“labor norms” actually discouraged potential output.
Workers of course received rewards for exceeding goals. However,if a worker
constantly beat his goal, management would simply increase the goal with no reward,
thus encouraging lower productivity. In order to avoid higher quotas, workers avoided
constantly producing more than the set quota.
Several other factors of Soviet times have affected the Russian work ethic. The
use ofthe armed forces as conscripted labor to this day has had an effect on all young
Russian men who are required to serve in the military due to an involuntary draft. Most
government agencies until recently contracted with the armed forces to have soldiers
work on projects. These stroibati, as the soldiers who worked in construction were
called, have been estimated to cost only one-twentieth the cost of civilian labor, and their
lack of motivation is proverbial. Soldiers are often treated badly and not fairly
compensated for their labors. Another group that has been marginalized is the limitchiki.
(Limitchiki are the main characters in the 1980 Oscar-winning film Moscow Doesn V
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Believe in Tears.

They were workers who were only granted very limited residential

rights and forced to depend on their employer for habitation. They were often exploited
73

because they relied on their employer in order to survive,

Many of the stroibati and the

limitchiki worked very hard during Soviet times and greatly contributed to the economy.
However, these groups were largely under-compensated.
The factors discussed in the previous paragraphs created a paradox unique to
Russia and the former Soviet Union. There is an economy based on low-skilled workers
while most of the workforce has high qualifications. In the 1990s, more than half of
74

unskilled jobs were filled by overqualified people.
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Chapter V:Politics
There are several current recent political factors affecting the Russian work mentality
including privatization issues and international image. Privatization did not take place as
expected. For example, in the agricultural sector, not many farmers really know what
farming was like in a non-collective manner because farmers had not practiced privatized
farming-for-profit since the collectivization pushes ofthe early Soviet regime. These
farmers are wary to take the risk of acquiring land for fear of government action against
them in the future. They are aware that the government could simply decide to take the
land back and are hesitant to invest personally. There are many examples ofthe
government confiscating property in Soviet history. For example, after the Revolution,
the Bolshevik government forcefiilly took most ofthe grain and foodstuffs from the
countryside in order to feed those living in the cities. Khrushchev once banned the sale
of private cattle, forcing Russian peasants to give the prized family cow to the kolkhoz.
Instances such as these have compounded the notion of no real inviolable property rights
discussed earlier and seriously hindered the privatization of agriculture. This situation
has led some legislators to call for privatization by a forced method -the same way
75

agriculture was collectivized.

In addition, many workers in the kolkhozes felt that

dismantling the collective farms would destroy the peasant way of life forever. This was
compounded by the typical bureaucratic government control that had forced
collectivization in the first place.’^ Forced privatization would only further the feeling of
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government control and possibly place farmland in the hands ofthose not capable or
77

willing to develop it commercially.
Other factors have played a role in hindering privatization. Many companies have
left the management structure from Soviet times in place, and it is only slowly changing.
People in a Western culture generally feel that increasing one’s own motivation and
working harder will bring improvement. According to one survey conducted in 120
industrial establishments, more than half of Russian workers felt that their own individual
motivation would not improve their situation, but rather some administrative change is
needed to better conditions.’* This data relates to the previous discussion concerning
leadership and power distance and suggests a large group of Russians feel they cannot
affect authority.
The way in which privatization happened has left a lasting impression on all
Russians. Immediately after the fall ofthe Soviet Union,the leaders in the government
felt that privatization would serve as the chief mechanism of economic development.’^ In
order to distribute out ownership of all government properties, the transitional regime
sent out slips of paper to all citizens entitling them to a share ofthe pie. However,the
government did not attempt to explain to the citizens exactly what to do with these slips
of paper. Soviet citizens had no idea what stocks and capital ownership meant. Many
people traded their slips for bottles of vodka. Firms opened claming that if you left your
slip with them, you would receive a “dividend” in a few months. These firms quickly
disappeared with the slips. Only a very few individuals understood what the slips
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actually represented. These men took advantage ofthe ignorance ofthe masses and
collected thousands of slips apiece. These men became the oligarchs ofthe Nineties who
80

ruled the new,“capitalist” world of Russia.
Another current political topic affecting work relations among Russians of all
ages is the idea of an internationally ignored Russia. During the Cold War,the world
counted the Soviet Union as one ofthe two most powerful countries on the planet. Not
every government believed in the same principles and followed the Soviet leaders.
However,every country took the actions ofthe Soviet state seriously. After the fall of
the Soviet Union, the Russians turned to the West in order to become a democracy. The
1990s were a very hard time for the country, but the citizens had faith that the strong
measures taken at the behest of Western advisors would produce a strong economy and
high standard of living. The Russian people were also completely confident that Russia
81

would retain its status as a major political power.
The reforms ofthe 1990s did not bring about the major changes that the Russians
were seeking. In addition, many began to feel that the West purposely left Russia in
economic chaos in order to eliminate a major competitor in politics and the economy.
Most Russians feel that the West would have Russia be weak and humiliated. In this
state of mind, a strong leader such as Putin who promised economic improvement and
returned international glory was welcomed with open arms. To his credit, after eight
years in office, Putin has fulfilled all of his promises. Russian real wages are over double
their value as of 1998 and rising. The economy is booming and foreign investment is
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flowing in. In the international political arena, Russians’ leaders have taken steps to
show that Russia is still a force to be reckoned with. Due to Russia’s nuclear ability.
natural resources, and geographic position, foreign leaders have had to pay attention to
Russian demands and interests. All of these factors have served to make Putin very
82

popular and, by many Russians’ accounts, deservedly so.
Kerman in his “Long Telegram” comments on the tendency of Russia’s leadership
to feel uncomfortable and insecure in relations with the West. He states that the Russians
felt insecure faced with the much more developed Western nations, with their solid, welldeveloped political systems.*^ The sense ofinsecurity suggested by Kennan could be a
cause of the recently renewed posturing ofthe Russian government on issues of
international importance. This insecurity causes Russian leaders to sometimes lash out at
the West and accuse foreign powers of meddling. Indeed, Putin has used this argument
84

several times.

He is not the first though. There are other instances in history such as

when the Bolsheviks used fear offoreign interference in the Civil War to rally troops to
85

the Reds.

Privatization and feelings of national identity do have an effect on the work
mentality. The political policies ofthe government concerning these topics in recent
times are still developing. Feelings about the West,in particular, have played a large role
in political policies and the question of national identity as will be discussed in the next
chapter.
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Chapter VI: Westernization
Western influence has had a large influence on the Russian work mentality in the
past and is currently affecting many aspects ofthe Russian workplace. Western influence
differs from the other topics discussed in this paper in that it seems to be grafted onto an
already existent mentality that it does not agree with. Relationship to authority,
collectivism, prioritization of work, and politics are all integral parts that make up the
Russian work mentality while Western principles look as ifthey are mampulated and
placed on top ofthe already present situation. Western influences are present in the
workplace today in new idesis, concepts, and vocabulary. The type of atmosphere in
which these ideas are being applied, however, differs in many ways from the origin place
of Western work principles.
The differences between Russian and American culture discussed in the first
chapter are having a very large impact on the current Russian work mentality. Managers,
professors, human resource directors, and others are constantly looking at the Western
and American work mentality and discussing whether the ideas in that mentality can
work in Russia. Many question if Russia even needs the Western principles at all. For
almost two hundred years, there has been a discussion in Russian society concerning the
nature ofthe Russian culture itself. The intelligentsia, the government, and the people in
general have been searching for a national identity. Many ask the question,“Who are we
really? Are we Europeans or is our identity more Asian? Could it possibly be some kind
of a mix? Maybe we are just Russian and have no common identity with other cultures.”

44

Indeed, one cannot label Russians as fully European. Even though the Germans,French,
British, and Italians are all very different from each other, the Russians do not feel
comfortable as members of a European group. For many years, the Mongols ruled Russia
and left their own cultural traces along with millions of modern-day descendants who are
now Russian (the Tatars). However, Russia is by no means an Asian culture either.
Many academics have argued that Russian culture is a combination of European
and Asian cultures. The most prominent belief, on the other hand, is that Russia ...is
Russia. This country has developed by itself largely independent of outside factors that
affected other nations. Therefore, any plans of development must specifically fit Russia’s
situation. This group of theorists call themselves Slavophiles. Their theories have been
the basis of government policy throughout modern history. The other major school of
thought that has recently fallen into political disfavor is Westernization. However, a
small opposition with leaders such as Kasparov (the national chess champion)carries on
Westernization’s principles. Westernization holds that Russia is a very European nation
that has simply been held back periodically by unfortunate historical events including the
Mongol invasions and the socialist experiment ofthe Soviet Union. The same principles
of development apply to Russia and Europe. According to Westemizers, Russia should
use the example of Europe to push forward with progress.®^ Governments that have been
influenced by this theory include those of Peter the Great and to some degree Alexander
I. Westernization was extremely popular among Russians during Yeltsin’s time. The
current disfavor of this theory is mostly due to the feeling of disappointment in the
reforms ofthe 1990s.
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Both the Westernization paradigm and the Slavophile model are manifest in the
current arguments concerning capitalist principles in the Russian workplace. For several
years, Russian experts and foreigners alike believed that Western business principles
would be very successful in Russia. However, many experts, executives, and managers
have noticed some glaring failures ofthe Russian business sector to adapt fully to
accepted Western models. This failure to adapt sparked Slavophile theorization
concerning the Russian work mentality. New Russian HR specialists are realizing that
Russia is different and must follow its own course to development.
Since the fall of the Soviet Union,leaders of Russian companies have been trying
in some ways to adapt their organizations to the accepted Western capitalist standards.
Several publications suggest on which aspects ofthe Western model Russian managers
have been focusing. A particular theme that has attracted a lot of attention from Russian
companies and academicians concerned with the work mentality is human resources.
The concept is very new in Russia at this point. Many ofthe words describing the topic
are even brand new to the Russian language. Most managers oflarge firms now use the
English letters “HR” to describe the new concepts of personality, employee motivation
factors, and manager/associate relationships. In the article “How to Make Personnel
Work with Maximum Feedback: Forms and Sorts of Moral Stimuli,” Yermakova gives
advice on how to understand a worker’s motivation by his actions. Understanding that
different workers have different motivations that are not necessarily monetary is
important in understanding how each worker should be stimulated. For example, some
may value more family time or interesting work as opposed to overtime. The author
explains the difference between inner and outer recompense-inner satisfaction is a result
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of quality of work and relationship with colleagues while outer satisfaction comes ifrom
monetary benefits.
The article goes on to explain the non-material stimuli that can be used to
motivate workers. A research project among Muscovite factory workers showed that
laborers only work at maximum capacity when they are sure that their work will be
rewarded. The study’s most interesting observation was that workers responded most
positively to individual reward plans. A survey was given to the workers on the type of
recompense, which they prefer. The survey states that 36.4%, mostly workers under 30,
preferred material recompense while 3.1%, mostly older workers of 50, preferred moral
recompense. On the other hand,63.3%, mostly workers between 30 and 50, preferred a
combination ofthe two. The researchers concluded that a balance of moral and material
incentives was best for motivating workers. The author explains how approval is very
important and is effective in motivating workers. It is best to compliment the worker in
front of others. These compliments lift the worker’s motivation better than anything else
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does. Punishment is necessary in some cases but a manager should do it in private.
This article is only one of the many that managers and academicians are discussing about
human resources.
In addition, a very hot topic is leadership and managerial skills. There is a wealth
of material concerning this topic. Following is an interview with the CEO of one ofthe
biggest Russian companies on her ideas about management. According to Yuliya
Basova, general director of Norilsk Nickel, Russian ideas ofleadership can be similar and
different from how Westerners see the same subject. In Russia, like in other countries.
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there are two forms of leadership - command-administrative and democratic. Russians
usually describe the management system in place in Russia at this time as a cross
between European and Asian systems. This cross is used to describe their culture as well.
The reason that one single system does not exist could be linked to several factors
including the short period of existence ofthe free market, the lack ofknowledge among
managers concerning modem standards of leadership, and the differing regions across the
large territorial expanse of the Russian Federation.
Ms. Basova feels that a manager needs to be a psychologist as well. She obtained
a second degree in psychology in order to understand better her employees as well as
how to work with them. For example,in Russia, most leaders will not involve employees
in any kind of decision-making process even though this can increase the worker’s
motivation and productivity. The mindsetjust is not there. Russian managers tend to
value technical and informational systems over employees while all these resources
should be valued equally. A disadvantage ofthe Russian mentality has to do with the
focus of leadership. A manager will concentrate on technical and informational aspects
without giving enough thought to actual decision-making. Some leaders will bring up
problems without the slightest idea on how to solve them. (There is a Russian saying,
“You’ve recognized the problem - you’re half way there in dealing with it.”) The
Western idea is summed up more in the saying,“Don’t give me a problem! Tell me how
to solve it.”
Leaders who are focusing on people as resources are becoming more common.
Ms. Basova has been working to establish an ethics code and a properly functioning
human resources department at her company to help workers understand how to
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communicate inside the company. She believes the key to Norilsk Nickel’s success
depends on human resource policy, employee education, and teamwork. She is also
working on systems to properly evaluate and reward workers that go above and beyond.
Ms. Basova feels that a leader must be firm in order to avoid conflict. She also thinks
that ages 30 to 40 are the best for developing leaders because a person is at a point where
88

he has experience and still maintains his motivational drive and ability to change.
The qualitative questionnaire suggests that power distance, which was discussed
in Chapter II, may be lessening. When posed the question,“If you have been a leader in
a business, did you feel that your employees’ input mattered?,” ten out ofthirteen
Russian business professionals indicated that they always listened to the opinions oftheir
employees, while the other three admitted that there are at least some appropriate times to
take note of their employees’ advice. Seven out ofthirteen ofthese same professionals
indicated that, in their personal experience, their supervisors had considered their ideas.
In addition to this factor, Russians may be moving away from the idea of equality for all
and taking hold of the idea of an individual getting the financial rewards that he
specifically deserves. All thirteen Russian professionals valued favored wages according
89

to merit as opposed to leveling pay.

In general. Western ideas are beginning to take hold in Russia to some extent.
Even if they are not being established, as some argue, they are causing a dialog between
managers, experts, and academics. Whether the Westemizers’ view of developing by
means of established Western principles, the Slavophile notion of a unique path to
progress, or a combination ofthe two becomes established remains to be seen.
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Chapter VII: Conclusion
In the introduction, the reader finds a history and cultured characteristics that are
unique to Russia. The ideas, relationships, and attitudes that a foreigner encounters in
Russia testify to a distinctive makeup of this country’s identity. It is difficult to evaluate
the distinctive Russian mentality without taking into account the cultural differences and
their historical development. The identity of Russia, in turn, deeply affects the mentality
toward work, which, in connection with the overall culture, is also umque. The Russian
work mentality is interesting in and of itself. However,this concept becomes especially
important when people of other cultures come to Russia in order to do business or work.
In analyzing the nature of the Russian work mentality, I presented the reader with five
important factors that, teiken together, give this mentedity an exceptional character and
explain many peculiarities that it portrays. The aspects presented each have their own
historical and cultural causes for development that collectively contribute to the Russian
mentality to work.
In conclusion, I would like to return to the poem from the beginning ofthis paper:
Ymom Pocchio He noHxxB,
ApmHHOM o6mHM He HSMepHTb:
y Heii ocofieHHan cxaxfc —
B PoCCmO MOXCHO XOJIBKO BepHXB.

You will not grasp her with your mind
Or cover with a common label.
For Russia is one of a kind.
Believe in her, if you are able...
B. H. Tioxhcb
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V. I. Tyutchyev

As I studied this topic, I often felt that Tyutchyev was correct in his assertion that
Russia is not grasped with the mind. Many reasons for the Russian work mentality
seemed to have no logical reason. However,through my research, I was able to place
together several logical arguments on the reasons for the work mentality that show even
this most confusing topic can be successfully analyzed. I have often heard the phrase.
“That’s just Russia. You carmot understand it.

Now I know that this saying is not

completely true. The Russian identity along with its work mentality can be explained by
understanding the contributing factors and their causes. The Russian relationship to
authority, sense of collective, and prioritization of work can all be traced back through
historical development from Kievan Rus’ to tsarist times and down to the present day.
Political factors and westernization also play an important role in explaining more
historical reasons for the Russian work mentality as well as exposing current topics that
affect this issue. Taken together, these five themes paint a larger picture of what the
Russian mentality toward work is and of the causes for its unique character.
It is my hope that anyone desiring to understand better the Russian mentality
toward work can use the factors discussed in this paper as tools to help explain
peculiarities that he or she may encoimter while associating with Russians. Indeed, the
information and knowledge I have obtained in researching and learning about this topic
will be invaluable in my continued association with Russians and provide a strong base
for a career in which this culture will be very important. I have shown that the Russian
mentality to work is indeed unique in its perspectives and attitudes. I have also analyzed
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the major aspects of its development and shown the current state ofthe Russian
workplace concerning this topic. The concepts presented provide an excellent depiction
of the Russian mentality toward work.
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Appendix
The quantitative questionnaire used in this paper W2is sent to 13 Russian professionals
with the following characteristics:
●
●

Director: 4; Other professional: 9
Origin - Vladivostok: 1; BCrasnoyarsk: 3; Novosibirsk: 1; Moscow: 1;
Dnipropetrovs’k: 1; Chisinau: 1; Yaroslavl: 5
Each professional received a list of questions in Russian and English through

electronic mail and answered in the same way. Each professional answered the following
questions. There is also quantitative information grouping the respondents into similar
categories according to the answer given:
1. Would you prefer to be your own boss in your own company or would you rather
advance to a high position in a large corporation?
Hto 6bi Bbi npeanoHJiH: 6birb caMHM HanajibHHKOM b CBoeii KOMnaHHH hjih
npoABHHyrbCfl no cnyxc6e b ;tpyroH Gojibrnon KopnopauHH?
● Prefer to work in own company - 2
● Prefer to work in large company — 8
● Depends on circumstances-3
2. If you have been a leader in a business, did you feel that your employees’ input
mattered? Please explain.
Ecjih Bbi 6buiH pyKOBOAHxejieM KOMnaHHH, BcerAa nn bm CHHxajracb c MHemmiH Baiimx
noAHHHeHHbDC? 06'bHCHHxe, noxcajiyficxa.
● Tried to take into account employees’ opinions - 11
● Did not always take employees’ opinions into account-2
3. If you have been an employee, did you feel your opinion mattered to your
administrator? Please explain.
Ecjih bbi, 6y^yHH nojiHHHeHHbiM, HSJiarajiH CBoe MHenne HanajibHHKy, cHHxanca jih oh c
BaniHM MHeHHeM? OdBHCHHxe, noxcanyiicxa.
● Boss considered opinion -7
● Boss did not always consider opinion — 5
4. Do you feel that you must often circumvent mles or procedures in order to get things
done properly? If so, would you feel comfortable giving any examples?
^acxo JIH bum npHxoAHXCH o6xoAHXb saKOHbi HHH Hapymaxb KaicHe-JiHbo npasHJia no
pa6oxe, hxo6bi 6oJiee 3(|)(|)eKXHBHO BbmojiHHXb aa^any? Ecjih
npHBeAHxe
noxcajiyHcxa npHMepbi (ecjiH 3xo bosmoxcho)?
● Do not circumvent the law -4
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●

Circumvent the law — 8

5. How would you define the term “collective”?
Hto fljia Bac osHanaeT cjiobo «KOJUieKTHB»?
● Close group in which everyone supports each other and works together- 13
6. Some scholars argue that the Russian people have a strong sense offellowship, which
is evidenced by the collective feeling in Russian organizations. To what extent do you
agree with this view?
MHorne yrBepxcaaioT, hto ajm pyccKHX jnofleii 6oju>moe sHanenHe HMeex kojuickthb.
Bbi corjiacHbi c othm MHenneM?
●
Agreed — 13
7. Do you feel more comfortable doing what you know in a business setting? Or would
you rather take risks?
He 6oHxecb jih Bbi pncxa b pemeHHH saltan no paGoxe? Hjih fljw Bac Jiynme pemaxb
aa^any HSBecxHbiM nyxeM?
● Comfortable setting -2
●
Willing to take risks- 11
8. What priority do you give to work in your life in comparison with family, friends,
hobbies, interests, and leisure activities?
Hxo
Bac 6oJiee BaxcHO b )kh3Hh: paGoxa, ceMbx,apyabx, JiHHHbie HHxepecbi, ox^bix,
HJIH Baiiie xo66h?
● God — 1
●
●

Family — 6
Work -6

9. If you have memaged others, what place do you feel the majority have given to work in
their own priorities? Are there any similarities or is each person very different?
Echh Bbi 6biJiH pyKOBOUHxeneM (MeHen^cepoM),saMenajiH jih bbi neMy ox^aBajiH
npennoHxeHHe BemiH noAHHHCHHbie (pa6oxe, ceMbe, ApysbXM,jiHHHbiM HHxepecaM,
OTABixy, HJIH CBoeMy xo66h)?
● God - 1
●
●

Family - 3
Work - 5

●

Everyone is different — 2

10. Define the words “equality” and “justice.” Is it more important to have fairness
among everyone or should everyone get what they specifically deserve?
Kax Bbi noHHMaexe cjioBa «paBeHCXBO» h «cnpaBeAJiHBOcxb»? Hxo Ha Bam Bsrjisw
Ba>KHee: MaxepHajibHax ypaBHHnoBKa hhh sapnnaxa no sacnyraM?
● Fairness is more important- 11
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